Dante Gabriel Rossetti occupies a unique place in the English scene: as the founder of the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood he exercised a profound influence on British painting; as a poet he was held in high regard. Except for Michael Angelo and William Blake no one in the Western world has been so at home in the fields both of painting and of poetry.
The medical history of Rossetti is of interest on account of his addiction to chloral, the evils of which he is often cited as the classic exemplar. His personality underwent a profound change in the course of his life, and it has become usual to attribute this to chloral. By his inherited temperament, the genius of Rossetti was impatient of restraint and authority; his love for two women brought into his life elements of tragedy and of long-lasting frustration. It is likely that the combination of all these factors, rather than the addiction to chloral, wrought so profound a change in his personality.
After his death Edmund Gosse wrote: 'Those whose privilege it was to meet the late Mr Gabriel Rossetti at once in the plenitude of his powers and the freshness of their own impressions, will not expect to be moved again through life by so magnetic a presence. He was essentially a point of fire,... a nucleus of noble imagination that ... scintillated in all directions. The function of Gabriel Rossetti ... was to sit in isolation, and to have vaguely glimmering spirits presented to him for complete illumination.' At the end of his life he was described by one of his for'mer friends as a 'Solitary and arrogant misanthrope'. At one time he feared he was going blind, but his vision recovered, and until almost the end of his life he was painting and writing poetry.
Rossetti's father, Gabriele Pasquali Rossetti, was born in the Abruzzi in 1785 and grew up in Italy when that part of it was ruled by Joseph Bonaparte; under him Gabriele Pasquali secured an appointment in the museum of Naples. After the return of Ferdinand of Sicily and his court, Pasquali established himself as the poet of the liberation movement, and only escaped imprisonment and almost certain death by managing, in 1821, to get himself smuggled out of Italy in the guise of a British sailor. Eventually he reached London where in 1826 he married Frances Polidori, herself half Italian and by religion a High Anglican pietist. In 1831 he was appointed professor of Italian at King's College.
Pasquali Rossetti was an ardent student of the works of Dante Alighieri; he had pronounced views on the mystical implications of his poems, in particular of the 'Vita Nuova'; to this influence must be attributed the large part played in the works of his son by the Dante -Beatrice motif. Towards the end of his life his sight failed; it was a source of abiding horror to his son that the same fate might befall him. Dante Gabriel in his early years displayed evidence ofhis genius both in draughtsmanship and the written word. At the age of 13 he was sent to a drawing school, and after four years obtained entry to the Antique school of the Royal Academy. He early developed a contempt both for the set course of instruction and for his instructors, and in 1848 left the School and persuaded William Holman Hunt to take him into his studio.
There he met John Everett Millais, the most promising student of the Royal Academy. With Rossetti as leader, the three of them together with Rossetti's brother, William Michael, and three others, founded the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood with the purpose of confounding the Academicians and of bringing back the ideals and technique of the early Flemish and Italian painters into British art. To Rossetti the Brotherhood was a glorious 'lark' but it was to become world famous and to exercise a vast influence on the whole course of British art.
In 1850, at the age of 22, he met Elizabeth Siddal who was to exercise a profound influence upon his life. Miss Siddal was the daughter of a watchmaker and cutler in the Borough. She attracted the attention of the Brethren while arranging hats in the window of a milliner's shop in Crambourne Alley; she was then about 18, 'of good figure' and distinguished by a heavy mane of red hair with which Rossetti incontinently fell in love. He at once obtained her services as a model, but on terms of the strictest propriety. In 1851 they became formally engaged, and Rossetti undertook her education in painting and in poetry, for both of which she showed marked aptitude. From then onwards until her marriage she suffered from frequent bouts of illness attributed to 'consumption' or 'phthisis', though never did she show any symptoms of pulmonary disease.
In 1855 Rossetti, with William Morris, Burne Jones, and some others associated with the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood, undertook the painting of the frescoes in the Debating Hall of the Oxford Union. Neither Rossetti nor those working with him had any training or experience in mural painting and the frescoes all disappeared within a few years.
The importance of this episode in the life of Rossetti is that there he met Jane Burden, who in the following year was to become Mrs William Morris. Morris at once fell in love with her and declared his love on his study of her face; quite evidently Rossetti did likewise but made no avowal of the fact, as he could hardly do in face of his engagement to Lizzie Siddal, already of four years' standing.
Rossetti's choice of subject for his contribution to the Oxford murals is significant. It represented Sir Launcelot being barred, on account of his sin with Guinevere, from entry into the chapel of the San Graal. It is Guinevere with the features of Janey Morris who bars the way; behind her the ideal purity of the Graal is guarded by an angel with the features of Lizzie Siddal. It seems clear that Lizzie herself was far from appreciating her role as guardian of the Graal but that she would surrender it only for a wedding ring. 'Why doesn't he marry her?' was a constant subject of talk among members of the Pre-Raphaelite coterie and their wives. The answer would appear to be that Rossetti was deeply in love with Janey Burden but that his upbringing was such that he could not bring himself to break his betrothal to Lizzie Siddal. Poor Lizzie, with her continual crises'of illness of varied and obscure symptomatology, was making rather a nuisance of herself, and Rossetti had found outlets for his frustrations elsewhere. In the end she won. Early in 1860 in one of these crises she was sent to Hastings for a holiday; while there she became so ill that death was supposed to be imminent; Rossetti went down to Hastings to nurse her, and for three weeks sustained her through violent bouts of retching and vomiting. On May 23, 1860, when Lizzie was thought to be on the point of death, they were married. Lizzie was too weak to go to church but none the less accomplished the journey to Folkestone and thence to Boulogne on the same day. The honeymoon was spent in Paris.It probably reflects something of what was in Rossetti's mind at the time that during the honeymoon he produced that eerie andsinisterpicture of'How They Met Themselves'. According to the legend, such a meeting foretold the imminence of death.
Their married life was somewhat strained, but Lizzie remained free from the symptoms which had plagued her and her friends through the nine years of engagement. On February 10, 1862, after a somewhat dreary dinner with Swinburne, the Rossettis returned to Chatham Place at about 9.30. They quarrelled in the cab and on arrival at Chatham Place Rossetti, in spite of the frenzied entreaties of his wife, insisted on going out. On his return at about 11.30 he found her deeply unconscious in bed with an empty bottle which had contained laudanum beside her. A local practitioner was called in who resorted to vigorous washing out of the stomach; in spite, or because, of this, Lizzie died in the early hours of the morning. Ford Madox Brown got to the bedside shortly before she died.
Rossetti was overwhelmed with grief and remorse; while the body lay in its coffin in the bedroom, he placed alongside one cheek the bound manuscript volume of all his poems unpublished up to that date. He never slept again in Chatham Place, and later in the year moved to 16 Cheyne Walk, where he collected the minor menagerie celebrated in all accounts of the menage by his numerous friends; this remained his home until his death.
William Michael Rossetti noted the first beginnings of ill health in his brother in 1866, when he became 'subject to a complaint (I do not care to define it) which required surgical treatment from time to time ... he minded this not at all and I have seen him resume painting within five minutes of the slight operation'. A later reference in the unpublished correspondence of Dr George Hake indicates that the trouble was a hydrocele.
Towards the end of the summer of 1867 his eye-sight started to fail. He consulted Sir William Bowman who, according to Ford Madox Brown, 'assured him that his eyes were not organically wrong but that the weakness of sight depended upon general overstrain and nervous upset'.
Sir William Bowman is one of the outstanding figures of Western medicine; he started his medical career at the age of 16 as apprentice to John Hodson, surgeon to the Birmingham General Hospital; in 1837 he moved to London where he joined the staff of the medical department of King's College as 'physiological prosector'. In the course of his anatomical studies he spread his name throughout the human anatomy to an extent unequalled by any other anatomist. In 1839 he obtained the Membership of the Royal College of Surgeons; in 1840 he was appointed assistant surgeon, and in 1856 full surgeon, to King's College Hospital. In 1841 he became a Fellow of the Royal College of Surgeons of England. He has been described as the 'father of general anatomy in England'. He was among the first in England to become expert in the use of the ophthalmoscope, invented in 1851 by Helmholtz.
In the year 1867 Rossetti also saw Sir William Gull (1816-1890) who appears to have been unable to find anything organically wrong. Gull was on the staff of Guy's Hospital and was one of the most eminent physicians of his time; today he is remembered mainly for his work with Sutton on sclerosis of the renal arterioles, which may be regarded as the commencement of present-day views on nephritis. Gull also has some claim to fame as having left an estate of £344,000, which must be nearly, if not quite, a record for a physician.
In 1868 Rossetti started work upon the picture known as 'La Pia de' Tolomei'. The subject is from Dante's 'Inferno' and depicts a beautiful Sienese immured by her husband in a castle in the fever-stricken Maremma in order that she might die there, which she duly did. Several preliminary studies for La Pia, with Janey Morris asthe model, are extant but none is more revealing than the pen 43 and ink sketch of the 'The M's at Ems' done about 1868 and depicting Janey Morris undergoing hydrotherapeutic treatment at the spa and displaying equal distaste both for the waters and for the infliction upon her of 'The Earthly Paradise' read by its author her husband. The almost identical poses of the head and shoulders in the sketch and the painting make clear Rossetti's identification of Janey Morris with La Pia.
The painting was not completed until 1880; it is now in the Museum of Art of the University of Kansas which in 1958 devoted to it a special issue of its Register, by Professor W D Paden of the Department of English Literature of the University. Professor Paden makes the suggestion that Rossetti's transient impairment of vision was due to arterial hypertension; had this been the case, Bowman and Gull, of all practitioners of their day, would have been the most likely to identify it. The subsequent recovery with its surrounding circumstances seems to provide abundant evidence of a psychological background to this episode.
In 1869, after much heart-searching and emotional stress, Rossetti decided that he must recover, with a view to publication, the manuscripts of the poems which he had consigned to Lizzie's coffin; once they had been retrieved his vision became as good as ever.
He resumed his painting and a dozen years later produced his masterpiece the 'Astarte Syriaca', with Janey Morris as the model. This is one of the few pictures in which Rossetti shows recognition of anything of interest in the female figure between the face and the feet.
William Michael records that in 1867, at the onset of the failure of vision, his brother began to suffer from insomnia; he opined that 'painful thoughts not wholly connected with his wife's death were at the root of it'. The evidence suggests that the 'painful thoughts' very largely related to his enduring passion for Janey Morris, now the mother of two children by William Morris, who had figured in his life since the Oxford days and was increasingly to do so until his death. Although his vision improved after 1869, the insomnia did not, and Rossetti embarked upon the use of chloral. Chloral was discovered by Liebig in 1832 but did not at that time come into general use in medicine; it was not included in the British Pharmacopeeia until 1874. It was supposed to produce no ill effects.
As with most things outside his poetry and painting, Rossetti was very casual in his use of medicines; Hall Caine relates that Rossetti used to record with some glee how as a young man he produced disastrous symptoms by taking three doses of a tonic containing tincture of nux vomica in quick succession to make them fit into his day.
The initial dose of chloral, said to have been 10 grains washed down with neat whisky, was rapidly increased, and at one time in 1880 Rossetti boasted to Hall Caine that he was taking 180 grains in the day. Whether he actually did ever take this amount it is difficult to say, for Dr John Marshall, who attended him throughout his life saw to it that the chemists diluted the prescriptions before dispensing the drug.
Dr John Marshall attended all the Pre-Raphaelite Brethren in the early days of the movement, it would appear, free of charge; he continued to be a close friend of Rossetti's throughout his life, and was with him at his death. Few readers of the memoirs of Rossetti realize that 'Dr Marshall' was one of the greatest surgeons of his day, at one time President of the Royal College of Surgeons and a Fellow of the Royal Society.
In 1871 Rossetti became a co-tenant, along with William Morris, of Kelmscote Manor on the upper Thames. Mrs Morris moved there with her two children, and almost immediately afterwards Morris went off to Iceland. Thereafter he was only an infrequent visitor. Rossetti spent a large part of his time there.
In 1871 appeared the famous review of Rossetti's poems under the title 'The Fleshly School of Poetry'; it was first published in the Contemporary Review over the name of Thomas Maitland, adopted by Robert Buchanan, a minor poet and writer. The review constituted a savage attack upon the poems of both Swinburne and Rossetti. As literary criticism it is without significance; at this distance it is difficult to understand why it created such a stir. In 1872 it was republished in a lengthened form as a pamphlet. Its effects upon Rossetti were terrible: his brother regarded it as constituting the turning point in his life. Rossetti attempted a reply and then collapsed into a state described by his brother as 'monomania'. He who had delighted in the society of his friends withdrew himself from them, and towards some became hostile. Browning, whom he had admired for years, sent him a copy on publication of 'Fifine at the Fair'; Rossetti regarded it as a lampoon on himself, and was so enraged that he never spoke again to Browning. With even less justification he saw allusions to himself in Lewis Carroll's 'Hunting ofthe Snark'. I have never been able to imagine with which character he identified himself.
As to his state of mind at that time, his brother places on record the 'conviction that hypochondria, resulting upon the overdosing of chloral .. . not constitutional unsoundness ofmind ... was the real cause of my brother's frenzied collapse'. To my mind William Michael overrates the effect of the chloral.
The climax came on June 7, 1872, when his devoted friend Dr George Hake took him in a cab along with his brother and Ford Madox Brown to his own home in Roehampton. It was an uneasy journey; throughout it Rossetti complained of a bell ringing in the cab. On the following day he was with difficulty restrained from a fracas with a company of gypsies whom he thought had insulted him. Later in the day he had delusions of voices addressing him in terms of 'unendurable obloquy'. On the Sunday he slept into the forenoon, when Dr, Hake diagnosed a 'serous apoplexy'; this was confirmed by a local practitioner, who further pronounced that ;'the sufferer was past all hope and that if he should recover his intellect would be irreparably gone'. Ford Madox Brown went to fetch Dr Marshall, and his brother went to bring his mother and sister Christine to the bedside.
While they were absent, Dr Hake discovered an empty bottle lately containing laudanum under the bed, and made a change of diagnosis; he initiated treatment by inhalations of ammonia forte. Fortunately Dr Marshall arrived soon after and at once started treatment with strong coffee, by what route is not stated. The patient came round on Monday, having been unconscious for about thirty-six hours. Of this episode William Michael wrote after his brother's death: 'Of course his intention was suicide', but no intimation of this was ever given to his mother or sister. On regaining consciousness Rossetti experienced some loss of power in the left leg, no doubt a pressure palsy; this rapidly improved, and on June 20 he was well enough to go to Scotland and to resume his painting. It is recorded that his appetite was enormous.
In September of this same year, 1872, Rossetti returned to Kelmscote; he is reported as being 'healthy, robust, and full of working energy'. He stayed at Kelmscote until 1874, when he had an altercation with a party of anglers whom he accused of addressing insulting remarks to him. He left Kelmscote never to return; during this year Rossetti submitted himself to 'mesmerism', and for two consecutive nights went without chloral; this is the only period of abstention from 1870 until 1881, when it was cut off altogether.
In spite of the chloral, Rossetti continued to do good work both at painting and poetry; in 1877 there occurred a severe crisis of the 'inconvenience requiring surgical treatment' of which we have heard before. Mr Marshall performed 'an operation of great delicacy', and from then we hear nothing more of it.
About this time Hall Caine came into Rossetti's life; he had admired from a distance for some time, but during the latter years of Rossetti's life he became his constant companion. In September 1881 Rossetti seems to have been oppressed by life in London, and undertook a trip to the Lakes with Hall Caine; there he was well enough to climb a '1,000 foot hill,' but he was unhappy and returned to London. On December 17 he experienced a 'paralysis of the left arm and leg' attributed by Marshall to the chloral. At long last Marshall stated that 'the time has come when the chloral must be decisively, instantly, and entirely cut off'.
The agent chosen to bring this about was Henry Carr (later Sir Henry) Maudsley, described by William Michael as a 'young medical student'. Actually Maudsley had qualified at University College Hospital in 1880. He was a nephew of Henry Maudsley, founder of the hospital which now bears his name, who was then inveighing against the use of chloral in psychiatry. Sir Henry migrated to Australia after securing his doctorate in 1883. In 1903 he became physician to the Royal Melbourne Hospital; Sir Henry Dunhill attributed to him 'the birth of neurology in Australia'. During World War I he was in command of the First Australian General Hospital at Heliopolis. He died in 1945 after a long illness, the result of a motor accident.
Rossetti was transferred to apartments at Birchington-on-Sea whereMaudsley accompanied him. For the chloral Maudsley substituted laudanum, morphia by injection, and whisky in unlimited doses. William Michael reports that on Maudsley's regime his brother got a 'fair amount of sleep, but is perturbed by painful opium dreams, and the same impression remains with him when awake; Maudsley says the real cause of these hallucinations is not the morphia but cessation of the chloral, which seems to me odd'. It also does to me. Treatment by parenteral injection was something of a novelty in those days and, so far as one can gather, the morphia was given by injection only from December 15 to 22, and then never in a dose exceeding 8 minims of the liquor in one day. Whisky, brandy, and laudanum however appear to have been administered more or less ad lib. The chloral was gradually decreased, and by the end of January 1882 had been dropped altogether; it was never resumed, but whether the laudanum was continued remains obscure. Maudsley left the establishment on January 27. The paresis of the left arm continued, and Dr Harris diagnosed 'some degree of softening of the brain'. On April 8 Mr Marshall and Dr Harris agreed that 'the symptoms point clearly to uremia (blood poisoning from uric acid)' and treatment was initiated by sweating and hot stupes to the loins, which Rossetti hated but endured patiently. On April 9 he 'threw his arms out; screamed out loud two or three times and died'.
He was buried in the Parish Church of Birchington-on-Sea. Above his grave stands a Celtic cross designed by Ford Madox Brown; the memorial window is the gift of his mother; the left hand light is from a design by Rossetti himself; the one on the right was designed by his friend Shields, who at one time took chloral but had managed to free himself from the addiction.
The manner of death leaves no doubt that Rossetti was suffering from arterial degeneration, and that this brought about his death. In 1880 no apparatus for the clinical measurement of the blood pressure was available. It is likely enough that before his death Rossetti's blood pressure was indeed raised, but I find it impossible to believe that, as suggested by Professor Paden, the failure of vision a dozen years earlier was attributable to hypertension. Further, I feel that undue importance has been attached to the influence of the chloral addiction upon Rossetti's health, mental and physical. In spite of it he did good work in both painting and poetry until within about a year of his death; its withdrawal can have had no effect upon the outcome of his last illness.
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